
NBS: State of Health 

The article by Gina Ban Kolata, "Na- 
777'"' tional Bureau of Standards: A fall from 

grace" (News and Comment, 2 Sept., p. 
968) and the following response by F. 
Karl Willenbrock and Ruth M. Davis 
(Letters, 7 Oct., p. 8) occasion this re- 
joinder. I write as an individual NBS 
staff member who has served as chair- 
man of committees concerned with re- 
search'at the bureau. 

Clearly the title of Kolata's article is 
ambiguous, as a "fall from grace" can be 
(i) a descent from a state of felicity or (ii) 

a loss of place in the pleasure of another. 
The content of the article appears to be 
consistent with meaning (i), while the let- 
ter from Willenbrock and Davis (cor- 
rectly) denies the applicability of mean- 
ing (ii), as evidenced by the (undisputed) 

assignment of 15 new tasks by Congress 
to NBS in the past 10 years. The nature 
of these assignments (whose value is not huniugnuie questioned) has been such that the asso- 
ciated work has been concentrated in the 
NBS institutes headed, until recently, by 
Willenbrock and Davis. This has quite 

'7 
seconds! naturally led to a measure of vigor in 

those institutes. For homogenization, disper- Unfortunately the new (and urgent) 

emulsification, nothing congressional assignments were made 
works quite like a Poly- during a period of essentially static fund- 
tron. utilizing the willems ing and severe personnel constraints at 

'High Frequency Principle", NBS. Response to these mandates was 
the Polytron combines ultra- made at significant cost to the health of 

7' sonic energy with mechanical some of the long-term efforts already un- 
shearing action to homogenize der way. Much of this discipline-oriented 

virtually any type of tissue.. . (but also urgent) long-term work is cen- 
small organs, soft bones, muscle, tered in the two other NBS institutes, 

cartilage, even an entire mouse. whose programs, as a result, have been 
Because of its unique shear- weakened and, in some cases, termi- 

ing effect, the Polytron outperforms nated. 
any blender, mixeror similar homogenizer, That such a condition bodes ill for the 

and requires only 30-60 seconds to do 
what other instruments do in 15 minutes or eventual health of NBS has been widely 

more. This rapid action is an important advan- recognized. The quotes Kolata obtained 
tage when working with heat-sensitive from the senior NBS managers indicate 

biological materials, that they perceive the problem in rather 
The Polytron system offers a wide stark terms. For obvious reasons, their 

selection of models, generators and speeds to statements are more circumspect than, 
provide ideal conditions for homogenization as but entirely consistent with, those of the 
dictated by type of material, experimental Statutory Visiting Committee, which has 
conditions and desired end result. For an the duty of reporting to the Secretary of 
informative brochure, write: Polytron Division, Commerce on the adequacy of the bu- 
Brinkmann Instruments, Cantiague Road, reau's efforts and programs. (The mem- 
westbury, N.Y. 11590. In Canada: 50 Galaxy bers of the visiting committee are identi- 
Boulevard, Rexdale (Toronto), Ont. fled in Kolata's article.) 

This year's report by the chairman of 
the Statutory Visiting Committee states: 

Drinkmcinn "NB: has critical problems"; is on the 

of serious trouble"; and "per- 

Pol!gfron? retrenchment that has taken place 
threatens to bring NBS to a mediocrity 
that is unacceptable." The committee 
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sees the additional assignments as hav- 
ing "forced NBS leadership into defen- 
sive management, whereby long-range 
programs are sacrificed to salvage short- 
term objectives." The predominant EDITED WITH INTRODUCTIONS by Irwin Savodnik, M.D., Ph.D., 
source of information for the members of Director of Medical Education and 
the visiting committee is NBS manage- Assistant Professor of Psychiatry, University of Pittsburgh 
ment itself. It therefore appears that the 
pessimistic view of the present state of CONCEPT AND THE ORIGINS OF 
NBS conveyed by Kolata's article is EXPLANATION IN BIOLOGY STRUCTURE IN BIOLOGY 
more in accord with reality than the opti- A brilliant presentation, through The history of major develop- 
mistic picture one might derive from the selections, of the seminal issues ments in biological thought 
letter of Willenbrock and Davis. in biology. Contributions include illustrated through such con- 

In truth, those areas of NBS which are works by Aristotle, Hans Driesch, tributors as Galen, Vasalius, 
best known to the community of science Descartes, La Mettrie, Henri Lamarck, Darwin, Mendel, Mor- 
have suffered considerable damage over Bergson, Ludwig Von Berta- gan, and Watson. Two themes 
the past several years. [The thoughtful lanffy, Edmund Sinnott, ES. are emphasized throughout: the 
letter from Michael N. Alexander (7 Russell, RO. Kapp, H.A.C. first concerns the examination 
Oct., p. 8) rightly emphasizes that this Dobbs, Erwin Schrodinger, R.B. of living organisms; the second 
has happened in other government (and Braithwaite, Joseph Woodger, describes changing biological 
industrial) laboratories.] Recent events, and Ernest Nagel. structures as they relate to an- 
including the proposal of a radical atomy, evolution, and genetics. 
reorganization of NBS, offer hope that 
an opportunity is at hand to reverse or at Just Published Cloth $15.00 Just Published Cloth $15.00 
least mitigate some of the more devas- ISBN: 0-89561-032-9 ISBN: 0-89561-033-7 
tating trends of the last decade. My 
sense of the institution is that this comes Of Special Interest for The History of Biology 
none too soon but not yet too late. There SPECIES AND VARIETIES 
remains at NBS a cadre of scientific Hugo DeVries Introduction by Joseph A. Mazzeo 
workers who have an appreciable culture Devries was a pioneer in the study of discontinuous variation, and he introduced the 
in their disciplines, residual commitment very concept of mutation into biological research. October ISBN: 0-89561-016-7 Cloth: $17.50 Published, 1905 to the institution, and even a measure of 

SELECTIONS FROM A HISTORY OF THE EARTH AND ANIMATED NATURE hope for its future. Oliver Goldsmith Edited with an Introduction by John H. Middendorf 
RICHARD D. DEsLATTEs These selections are characteristic of Goldsmith's approach and style, and are the most 

Optical Physics Division, interesting and useful for an understanding of his contribution to the history of science. 
National Bureau of Standards, October ISBN: 0-89561-046-9 Cloth: $15.00 Published, 1825 
Washington, D.C. 20234 THE BIOLOGICAL PROBLEM OF TODAY 

Oscar Hertwig Introduction by Joseph A. Mazzeo 
Oscar Hertwig, known for his research in embryology and cytology, addresses himself 
to problems of theoretical biology. 

Recombinant DNA Guidelines: October ISBN: 0-89561-020-5 Cloth: $15.00 Published, 1900 

Scientific and Political Questions THE PHILOSOPHY OF NATURAL HISTORY 
William Smellie Edited with an Introduction by John H. Middendorf 
Smeilie s masterpiece discusses the many works of nature under "general heads" 

An article in the News and Comment rather than individually, avoiding excessive technical detail and providing whatever 
section of the 22 July issue of Science (p. "useful and amusing views" were related to his subjects. 
348) includes a summary of the spring October ISBN: 0-89561-035-3 Cloth: $15.00 Published, 1791 
meetings of the National Institutes of ESSAYS ON THE FLOATING-MATTER OF THE AIR IN 
Health Recombinant DNA Advisory RELATION TO PUTREFACTION AND INFECTION 
Committee. An observer is quoted as John Tyndall Introduction by Joseph A. Mazzeo 
writing that the committee members "of- Tyndall's work not only synthesizes all earlier work on the question of spontaneous generation, but also includes Tyndall's own investigations and analysis of the experi- 
ten mocked their own restrictions," and mental failures of the proponents of heterogenesis. 
three statements by committee members October ISBN: 0-89561-021-3 Cloth: $15.00 Published, 1884 
are cited in support of this interpretation: HEAT, A MODE OF MOTION, Sixth Ed. 
"These high levels are political, not sci- John Tyndall Introduction by Joseph A. Mazzeo 
entific"; "P4 was designed to prevent re- An eloquent survey of the physics of heat. Not only does it provide a prime example 
search"; and "P1 is a laboratory plus a of how sciences develop, it also shows how theoretical and practical problems are 

As a member of the com- inextricably related. bureaucrat. October ISBN: 0-89561-017-5 Cloth: $17.50 Published, 1895 mittee, I would like to comment. 
BIOLOGICAL MEMOIRS: ESSAYS UPON HEREDITY 

While perhaps mocking in tone, these AND KINDRED BIOLOGICAL PROBLEMS 
are profound statements about some of August Weismann Introduction by Joseph A. Mazzeo 
the problems faced by the committee. In weismann's work became the prototype of the modern conception of the cytological 
the proper sense of the word "political," and molecular basis of development. 
meaning the setting of policy, the guide- October ISBN: 0-89561-018-3 Cloth: $15.00 Published, 1889 
lines are indeed political, and not scien- DABOR Science Publications 

tific. This is a most crucial point. The sci- 
entific question is, What is the estimated 297 Concord Avenue, Oceansid6, N.Y. 11572 
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